THE   LETTERS   OF   ANTON   CHEKHOV
Tolstoy loved Chekhov, and looked upon him as a great artist,
as a much finer writer than De Maupassant, whose stories Chekhov
himself admired. Chekhov frequently comments on Tolstoy in his
letters. In 1900 Tolstoy was severely ill, and it had been expected
he might die. Chekhov wrote to M. O. Menshikov:
"His illness frightened me, and kept me on tenterhooks. I am
afraid of Tolstoy's death. If he were to die there would be a big
empty place in my life. To begin with, because I have never loved
any man as much as I have loved him. I am not a believing man, but
of all beliefs I consider his the nearest and most afriti to me. Second-
ly, while Tolstoy is in literature it is easy and pleasant to be a literary
man; even recognizing that one has done nothing and never will do
anything is not so dreadful, since Tolstoy will do enough for all.
His work is the justification of the enthusiasms and expectations
built upon literature. Thirdly, Tolstoy takes a firm stand, and he
has an immense authority, and so long as he is alive, bad tastes in
literature, vulgarity of every kind, insolent and lachrymose, all the
bristling, exasperated vanities will be in the far background, in the
shade. Nothing but his moral authority is capable of maintaining a
certain elevation in the moods and tendencies of literature so-called.
Without him they would be a flock without a shepherd, or a hotch-
potch, in which it would be difficult to discriminate anything."
Gorky felt much the same about Tolstoy, and he wrote, "I am
not an orphan on the earth so long as this man lives."
The moral authority of Tolstoy in Chekhov's Russia was immense,
and the influence of Tolstoy on all of his contemporaries was incal-
culable. To Chekhov, Tolstoy's mere physical being was a source of
inspiration. But at the same time, Chekhov was critical, even sharply
so, of Tolstoy. One of Chekhov's letters contains the following
comment on Tolstoy's ideas, which later appeared in What Is Art}
"Tolstoy is writing a little book about Art. He came to see me
in the clinic, and said that he had flung aside his novel Resurrection,
as he did not like it, and was writing only about Art.... His idea is
not a new one; all intelligent old men in all ages have sung the same
tune in different ways. Old men have always been prone to see the
end of the world, and have always declared that morality was degen-
erating to the uttermost point, that Art was growing shallow and
wearing thin, that people were growing feebler, and so on, and so on." 5
5 What^ Is Art? is an important and frequently misunderstood work. Its basic
hypothesis can be retranslated so as to have application to-day. Briefly, the thesis
is that art must be the servant of man, rather than man the servant of art. In this
book, Tolstoy not only denounced many great works of art in the interest of
morality; he denounced the idea of a class art, the exploitation of the masses of
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